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New Myths for Old The Legacy of 
I o l o  M o r g a n n w g  a n d  H e r s a r d  d e  l e  V i l l e m a r q u e
A lex i Kondratiev
In an o th er co rn e r o f  th e  C e l t ic  w orld , n e a r ly  a 
d e c a d e  a f t e r  I o l o 's  d e a t h ,  th e  m y th o lo g y  he had 
e la b o ra te d  f i r e d  th e  im ag in a tio n  o f  an im p ress io n ab le  
young man, in s p i r e d  a n o th e r  f o r g e r y ,  and la u n c h e d  
an o th er g r e a t  c u l tu r a l  movement. Theodore H e rsa r t de 
l a  V illem arque (or K erv ark er, th e  C e l t ic iz e d  form o f 
h is  l a s t  name which he adopted  as  a pen name) was born 
in  Quim perle, B r i t ta n y ,  in  1815. His s to r y  p re s e n ts  
some in te r e s t in g  p a r a l l e l s  w ith  I o l o 's .  His p a re n ts  
were F rench-speak ing  a r i s to c r a c y ,  and so French was th e  
language o f  h i s  home, a lth o u g h  he m ust have p icked  up 
some Breton from th e  overw helm ingly non -F rench-speak ing  
p o p u la tio n  o f  th e  a r e a .  He shoved no i n t e r e s t  in
B reton c u l tu r e  u n t i l  he moved to  P a r is  in  1834 to  s tu d y  
in  th e  E co le  d e s  C h a r t e s .  In  P a r i s  he becam e 
acquain ted  w ith  c i r c l e s  o f  B reton em ig res , many o f  them 
i n t e l l e c t u a l s  w ith  a knowledge o f  B reton h i s to r y  and 
s tro n g  n a t io n a l i s t  g r ie v a n c e s  a g a in s t  th e  abuses o f  th e  
French c e n t r a l i s t  s t a t e ,  which was a c t iv e ly  seek ing  to  
d e s tro y  the B reton id e n t i t y .  Having acq u ired  a t a s t e  
fo r  M ediaeval l i t e r a t u r e ,  la  V illem arque found many 
re fe re n c e s  to  B r i t ta n y  in  th e  te x t s  he re a d , e s p e c ia l ly  
in  th e  l a i s  o f Marie de F ran ce , which a l l  c la im  B reton 
o r ig in a l s ,  and in  th e  French A rth u ria n  rom ances. But 
th e  r ic h  M ediaeval B reton l i t e r a t u r e  which must have 
in s p ire d  them was no lo n g e r e x ta n t ;  th e  m a n u sc rip ts  
were l o s t ,  p erhaps d es tro y e d  in  th e  many upheavals  o f  
B r i t t a n y 's  tro u b le d  h i s t o r y .  Stung in  h is  new-found 
p a t r io t i s m ,  la  V illem arque vowed to  r e s to r e  B reton 
l i t e r a t u r e  to  i t s  r i g h t f u l  p la c e  in  th e  w o r l d 's  
c u r t u r a l  h e r i t a g e ,  e i t h e r  by tu r n in g  up l o s t  
m a n u s c r ip t s ,  o r  by  f i n d in g  t r a c e s  o f  a l i t e r a r y  
t r a d i t i o n  in  o r a l  f o l k l o r e ,  a s  many o f  th e  new 
n a t io n a l i s t  movements in  E aste rn  Europe were d o in g . He 
g a ined  th e  approval and a s s is ta n c e  o f  Le G onidec, th e  
a n t iq u a r ia n  who was then  com piling  a landmark B reton 
d i c t i o n a r y .  At a b o u t th e  same tim e  he - becam e 
acquain ted  w ith  th e  Myvyrian A rchaio logy  o f  W ales, w ith  
i t s  many a d d i t io n s  by Io lo  and I t s  re fe re n c e s  to  
s tra n g e  pagan lo r e .  The d isc o v e ry  o f  t h i s  m a te r ia l  
seems to  have in to x ic a te d  La V illem arque; he burned 
w ith  d e s i r e  to  fin d  some tr a c e  o f  i t  in  B r i t ta n y .
Che o f  th e  o ld e s t  su rv iv in g  p ie c e s  o f  B reton 
l i t e r a t u r e  i s  a f i f t e e n th - c e n tu r y  d ia lo g u e  between King 
A rthur and G w ynglaff, a w ild  h e rm it bard  who i s  sa id  to  
have l iv e d  in  so u th e rn  B r i t ta n y  b u t abou t whom no th ing  
e l s e  i s  known. In 1835 i t  was rumoured th a t  a 
m a n u s c r ip t  o f  a c tu a l  poems by G w yng laff had  come 
to  l i g h t  in  w estern  B r i t ta n y .  La V illem arque want to  
in v e s t ig a te  and announced th a t  he had indeed found th e  
m a n u sc r ip t. The B reton p re s s  took  due n o te  o f  i t ,  b u t 
th e  e x p e c te d  docum ent was n e v e r  p ro d u c e d . La 
V illem arque then  claim ed th a t  th e  French w r i te r  P rosper 
Merimee, th e  au th o r o f  Carmen and Colomba and then  a 
fu n c tio n a ry  o f  th e  French governm ent, had p u rlo in e d  the  
m an u scrip t fo r  h im s e lf .  There was an up roar in  th e  
B reton p r e s s ,  and poor Merimee, who o f  co u rse  cou ld  no t 
know what i t  was a l l  ab o u t, was fo rced  to  g iv e  an 
accoun t o f  h im s e lf .  F o r tu n a te ly  fo r  La V illem arque , 
th e  a f f a i r  blew  over w ith o u t any f u r th e r  re fe re n c e  to  
him .
On h is  t r i p s  home to  B r i t ta n y  la  V illem arque began 
to  a s s id u o u s ly  c o l l e c t  fo lk  b a l la d s .  Through la c k  o f  
ed u c a tio n  in  t h e i r  language th e  B reton p e a sa n try  now 
peppered th e i r  speech w ith  French w ords, and th e  s ty l e  
o f  t h e i r  b a l la d s  was r e a l l y  n o t p o lish e d  and " l i t e r a r y "  
enough fo r  La V ille m a rq u e 's  t a s t e .  He began to  r e w ri te  
them , s u b s t i tu t in g  n a t iv e  B reton words fo r  th e  French 
words o r ,  i f  no s u i t a b le  B reton word cou ld  be found in  
th e  a v a i la b le  le x ic o n s ,  u sing  Welsh words tran sp o sed  to  
f i t  B reton p h o n e t ic s . The s u b je c t  m a tte r  o f  th e
b a l la d s  a ls o  d isa p p o in te d  him : th o se  t h a t  im plied  some
s o r t  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  c o n te x t u s u a l ly  d e a l t  o n ly  w ith  
r e c e n t  h i s t o r y ,  w h ile  o th e r s  th a t  had e x c it in g  p lo ts  
d id  n o t p ro v id e  any h i s t o r i c a l  r e fe re n c e s  a t  a l l .  
A gain , im ag in a tio n  gave him what he cou ld  n o t f in d  in  
th e  f i e l d .  With th e  a d d i t io n  o f  a few newly composed 
v e r s e s ,  th e  b a l la d s  cou ld  be made to  i l l u s t r a t e  a l l  o f  
B reton h is to r y  from th e  most a n c ie n t  tim es to  the  
p r e s e n t .  S t i l l  th e re  was no th ing  in  th e  t e x t s  he 
c o l le c te d  to  su g g e s t th e  a n c ie n t  t r a d i t i o n s  in  th e  
M yvyrian  A r c h a io lo g y . La V ille m a rq u e  w ro te  some 
com p le te ly  new b a l la d s  to  make up fo r  t h i s  la c k .
In 1838 Le G onidex, who had been in  c o n ta c t  w ith  
Welsh c i r c l e s ,  a rranged  fo r  La V illem arque to  a t te n d  an 
E is ted d fo d  in  Abergavenny, conducted  acco rd ing  to  th e  
r u le s  Io lo  had s e t .  La V illem arque was enorm ously 
im pressed by what he to o k  to  be a r i t u a l  o f  extrem e 
a n t iq u i ty .  He gave an o r a t io n  in  B reton w ith  a l l  th e  
consonan ts tran sp o sed  to  ag ree  w ith  Welsh p h o n e t ic s ,  in  
th e  hope o f  d em o n stra tin g  th e  c lo s e  r e la t io n  between 
th e  two languages ( i t  must have sounded r a th e r  l ik e  
C o rn ish ) . I t  i s  n o t reco rded  w hether h i s  aud ience 
understood  any o f  i t .  Then he was re c e iv e d  a s  a b a rd ,  
g iv en  th e  t i t l e  "B arzh-N izon" (bard from th e  d i s t r i c t  
o f  Nizon) by th e  A rchdruid Caw rdaf, and l e f t  w ith  th e  
heady se n s a tio n  th a t  he had become th e  in h e r i to r  o f  th e  
a n c ie n t  b a rd d a s . He re so lv e d  to  c a l l  h i s  c o l le c t io n  o f  
b a l l a d s  th e  B a rz h a s -B re iz h  (The B a rd ic  Lore o f  
B r i t t a n y ) .
The B a rz h a s -B re iz h  ( o r ,  in  th e  o r i g i n a l  
o rth o g ra p h y , B a rz a z -B re iz ) , La V ille m a rq u e 's  magnum 
opus (he p u b lish ed  o th e r  w orks, and o th e r  fo rg e r ie s )  
appeared in  th re e  p ro g re s s iv e ly  en la rg ed  e d i t io n s :  in
1839, in  1845, and in  1867. The f in a l  e d i t io n  c o n ta in s  
an in tro d u c to ry  essay  on B reton h i s t o r y  and c u l tu r e ,  82 
b a l la d  specim ens w ith  le n g th y  n o te s  d is c u s s in g  th e i r  
h i s t o r i c a l  s ig n i f ic a n c e ,  French p rose  t r a n s l a t i o n s  o f  
th e  B reton t e x t s ,  and an appendix g iv in g  th e  tu n e s  to  
a l l  th e  b a l l a d s .  The b a l l a d s  a r e  a r r a n g e d  in  
c h ro n o lo g ic a l o r d e r ,  b eg inn ing  writh m y th o lo g ica l themes 
and ending w ith  th e  French R e v o lu tio n — r i t u a l  songs and 
r e l i g io u s  b a l la d s  being  r e le g a te d  to  s p e c ia l  s e c t io n s  
a t  th e  end. S ince La V ille m a rq u e 's  work i s  l i t t l e -  
known to  E n g lish -sp e a k e rs , i t  m ight be p r o f i t a b le  to  
d e s c r ib e  a t  l e a s t  th e  e a r l i e r  and m ost famous p o r t io n  
o f  h i s  book in  some d e t a i l ,  s in c e  a s p e c ts  o f  i t s  
im agery fin d  an echo in  th e  work o f  no l e s s  than  J .R .R . 
To lk ie n .  There i s  no re c o rd ,  to  my know ledge, o f  
T o lk ie n 's  having read  th e  B a rz h a s -B re iz h , a lth o u g h  he 
was aware o f  B r i t t a n y 's  C e l t ic  c u l tu r e ,  a s  ev idenced  by
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h is  n a r r a t iv e  poem "The Lay o f  A otrou and I t ro u n " ,  w ith  
i t s  B reton t i t l e  and theme and i t s  use o f  th e  l a i  
m etre which T olk ien  p robalby  picked up from M arie de 
F ran ce , b u t which i s  s t i l l  th e  favoured m etre o f  
t r a d i t i o n a l  B reton p o e try ,  and th a t  used th roughou t 
much o f  th e  B a rz h as-B re izh . I  w i l l  p o in t o u t th e  
p o ss ib le  s i m i l a r i t i e s  to  T o lk ie n 's  work as  they  appear 
in  th e  poems d is c u s s e d .
The f i r s t  poem, "Ar Rannou" (The S ets) , i s  a 
cum ulative  coun ting  song on th e  'Green Grow the  Rushes' 
m odel. I t  was in sp ire d  by th e  B reton nonsense song 
"Gousperou ar Raned" (The Frog V esp e rs ) , which c o n ta in s  
some s t r ik in g  images La V illem arque in c o rp o ra ted  in to  
h i s  new poem, g iv in g  them a "D ru id ic a l"  s ig n i f ic a n c e .  
In "Ar Rannou" a young a c o ly te  asks fo r  in s t r u c t io n  
from h is  Druid te a c h e r .  The D ru id 's  answ ers a re  
h e a v i ly  in f lu e n c e d  by th e  My v y r i a n  A rc h a io lo g y : 
beg inn ing  w ith  D eath, th e  sou rce  and end o f  e v e ry th in g , 
th e y  range th rough  su g g e s tio n s  o f  th e  deluge-m y th , th e  
c i r c l e s  o f  e x is te n c e ,  m y s tic a l and mundane geography , 
homunculi made o f  wax, a dw arf and a c a u ld ro n , b o n f ire s  
and w hite  h e i f e r s ,  memories o f  human s a c r i f i c e ,  e l f -  
women, p i g l e t s  being  in s t ru c te d  by a w ise b o a r , th e  
m assacre o f  th e  V eneti by C a e s a r 's  t ro o p s— from which 
o n ly  e lev e n  "armed p r ie s t s "  ( i . e . ,  D ruids) escape—and 
cu lm in a te  w ith  a war between th e  s ig n s  o f  th e  Zodiac in  
which th e  sac red  cow which sym bolizes th e  C e lt ic  people 
i s  k i l l e d ,  causing  th e  end o f  the  w orld . The f in a l  
apocalypse i s  d esc r ib e d  in  g rim , d e s p a ir in g  te rm s:
Korn o son boud: tan  ha ta ra n !
Glao hag a v e l;  ta r a n  ha tan !
Tra ken mui ken; t r a  na ran n .
(A horn sounds: f i r e  and thunder! Rain and w ind,
thunder and f i r e !  Then, no th ing  more: no su b s ta n c e ,
no fo rm .)3
In "Diougan Gwenc'hlan" (G w enc 'h lan 's  Prophecy) we 
meet w ith  none o th e r  than  our o ld  f r ie n d  G w ynglaff, 
whose name h a s  b ee n  ( d o u b t f u l ly )  m o d e rn ized  a s  
"G w enc'hlan". In th e  f i r s t  s e c tio n  th e  o ld  bard  i s  
desponden t, ex p ectin g  a C h r is t ia n  F rank ish  lo rd  to  f in d  
h is  h id in g -p la c e  and k i l l  him; b u t he i s  resig n ed  to  
d e a th ,  which i s  o n ly  a p re lu d e  to  r e in c a r n a t io n .  In 
th e  second se c tio n  th e  F rank ish  lo rd  ap p ears  as  a boar 
being ch a llen g ed  by a B r i t i s h  C e l t ic  lo rd  from a c ro ss  
the  s e a , p o rtray ed  a s  a w hite  w alrus w ith  s i l v e r  tu s k s .  
The w alrus p r e v a i l s ,  th e  boar d ie s  in  a pool o f  g o re , 
and Gwenc'hlan i s  f i l l e d  w ith  vengefu l g le e .  In th e  
l a s t  s e c t io n ,  G w enc'h lan , ly in g  in  h is  g ra v e , h e a rs  an 
ea g le  r a l l y  a l l  th e  b i r d s  o f  heaven around th e  body o f  
th e  f a l l e n  F rank ish  lo r d .  A raven  te a r s  o u t h i s  e y e s , 
because he to re  o u t G w en c 'h lan 's  e y e s ; a fox ta k e s  o u t 
h is  h e a r t ,  which was a s  b la c k  w ith  d e c e i t  a s  a f o x 's ;  
and a toad re c e iv e s  h i s  dying b r e a th ,  so th a t  he w il l  
have to  wear a t o a d 's  shape "because o f  th e  harm he d id  
to th e  bard who no lo n g e r d w e lls  between R o c 'h a lla s  and 
Porzhgwenn” . (BB, p . 22)
"An A otrou Mann hag a r  G orrigan" (Lord Nann and 
the  Elf-Woman) f e a tu re s  a young lo r d ,  newly a f a th e r ,  
v*o i s  d es tro y e d  by a s u p e rn a tu ra l b e in g 's  c u r s e .  This 
i s  the s to ry  Tolkien  used as  th e  b a s is  fo r  "The Lay o f  
A otrou and I t ro u n " ,  a lth o u g h , as  has been po in ted  o u t , 4 
he com p le te ly  transfo rm ed  i t s  m oral im p lic a tio n s ;  b u t 
s in c e  i t  i s  one o f  th e  B arzhas-B re izh  s t o r i e s  g en u in e ly  
d e riv ed  from o r a l  t r a d i t i o n  ( i t  has well-known cognates 
in  S c a n d in a v ia )  and h a s  o f t e n -  b een  in c lu d e d  in  
c o l le c t io n s  o f  B reton f o lk lo r e ,  i t  canno t se rv e  a s  
e v id e n c e  o f  T o l k i e n 's  a c q u a in ta n c e  w ith  La 
V i l le m a rq u e ' s w o rk . "Ar Bugel L a e c ’h i e t "  (The
C hangeling) i s  a v e rs io n  o f  th e  w idespread "e g g sh e ll 
brew ery" type o f  s to r y —b e s t  known from W ales— in  which 
a f a i r y  changeling  i s  tr ic k e d  by a m o rta l woman in to  
re v e a lin g  i t s  t r u e  n a tu re .  "Livadenn K er-Is"  (The 
Drowning o f  K er-Is) i s  th e  f a m i l ia r  t a l e  o f  th e  Sunken 
Land, a t r a d i t i o n  w ell-k n o w n  in  B r i t t a n y ;  b u t  La 
V i l le m a rq u e ' s  v e r y  ro m a n tic  r e n d e r in g  i s  h e a v i ly  
in flu e n ced  by th e  Welsh v e rs io n  o f  th e  t a l e ,  Boddi Maes 
Gwyddno, which he found in  th e  Myvyrian A rch a io lo g y .
The "M erlin  c y c le "  i s  perhaps th e  most memorable 
p a r t  o f  th e  B a rz h as -B re izh . In th e  f i r s t  e p iso d e , 
"M arzhin en e  G avell" (M erlin  in  His C ra d le ) ,  M e r lin 's  
m other t e l l s  o f  h e r  c h i l d 's  b i r t h .  S leep ing  in  th e  
woods, she h e a rs  a b i r d 's  song p ra is in g  h er b eau ty  in  
v e ry  pagan te rm s. She c h id e s  th e  b i r d ,  say ing  th a t  she 
i s  on ly  in te r e s te d  in  being  th e  b r id e  o f  th e  King o f  
Heaven. But th e  b ea u ty  o f  th e  b i r d 's  song e v e n tu a lly  
draws h er deep in to  th e  f o r e s t  w here, a f t e r '  a long 
w alk , she  f a l l s  a s le e p  writh ex h a u s tio n  under an oak . 
She dreams th a t  she i s  in  th e  b e a u t i f u l  g la s s  house o f  
a l i t t l e  duz (a pagan god— d eriv e d  from th e  C e lt ic  
d u s i i  m entioned a s  in cu b i by S t.  A ugustine a n i I s id o re  
o f  S e v i l l e ) ;  th e  duz i s  n o t a t  home, b u t she a llo w s a 
tu r t le d o v e  to  e n te r  th e  house ; when she wakes, she i s  
p re g n a n t. A fte r h e r c h i l d 's  b i r t h ,  she rag e s  a t  th e  
"dark  s p i r i t s "  (an Duarded) and w ishes them a l l  in  " th e  
h e l l  o f  i c e " .  So f a r ,  we have had a rom an tic ized  and 
m ore " C e l t i c "  v e r s io n  o f  G e o f f r e y  o f  M onm outh 's 
ac co u n t. But then  th e  in f a n t  M erlin  b eg in s  to  speak 
and reprim ands h is  m other:
E tre  an nenv hag an douar
Va Zad ' zo ken s k la e r  hag a l  l o a r .
Va zad a g a r  an dudou kaezh ,
Ha pa gav an t u ,  o gw arez.
Ra v ir o  Doue da v iken
Va zad d iouzh  puns an i f e rn  yen!
(Between heaven and e a r th  my f a th e r  i s  as  b r ig h t  a s  th e  
moon. My f a th e r  lo v e s  poor f o lk ,  and whenever he can 
f in d  a way. he h e lp s  them . May God p re se rv e  my f a th e r  
fo re v e r from the  p i t  o f  th e  co ld  h e l l ! )  (BB, p . 61.)
H ere we h av e  an e n t i r e l y  n o v e l p o r t r a y a l  o f  
M e r l i n 's  f a t h e r .  He i s  n o t  a t  a l l  l i k e  th e  
r a t io n a l iz e d  D evil o f  th e  L an c e lo t-V u lg a te ; he i s  n o t 
much l i k e  th e  m isch iev o u s, u n p re d ic ta b le  and o f te n  
m a le v o le n t  f a i r i e s  o f  m odern f o l k l o r e .  He i s  a 
b e a u t i f u l ,  lum inous, b en ev o len t b e in g , an imm ortal o f  
l im ite d  power and s u b je c t  to  G od's w i l l .  He i s ,  in  
f a c t ,  v e ry  l ik e  a To lk ie n ia n  e l f .  With t h i s  e lu s iv e  
p o r t r a i t  o f  M e r lin 's  f a th e r  we seem to  g e t  a f i r s t  
g lim pse o f  G ild o r and h is  companions w alking th rough 
th e  s t a r l i t  f i e l d s  o f  th e  S h ire .
In th e  second song M arlin  has grown up to  be a 
Druid and i s  seek ing  th e  s e r p e n t 's  egg , m is t le to e ,  and 
o th e r  m agical ite m s , b u t  a m y ste rio u s  v o ic e  warns him 
to  le av e  such hea then  th in g s  a lo n e , fo r  th e re  i s  no 
t r u e  m agician  b u t God. The th i r d  song i s  a d e l ig h t f u l  
b a l la d  in  genuine fo lk  s t y l e .  The young grandson  o f  a 
s o rc e re s s  (who seems to  be a lend  o f  Morgan l e  Fay and 
Nimue) i s  try in g  to  m arry  th e  d au g h ter o f  th e  King o f  
B r i t ta n y .  He i s  s e t  s e v e ra l  t e s t s :  he must compete in  
a horse  ra c e ,  then  o b ta in  M e r lin 's  h a rp , M e r lin 's  r in g ,  
and f i n a l l y  M erlin  h im se lf  to  c e le b ra te  th e  w edding. 
Ife p asses  a l l  th e se  t e s t s  s u c c e s s fu l ly  w ith  th e  h e lp  o f  
h i s  g ran d m o th e r 's  s p e l l s .  A good tim e i s  had by a l l  a t  
the  w edding, b u t M e rlin , s t r ip p e d  o f  h i s  magic by th e  
s o r c e re s s ,  d is a p p e a rs  and canno t be found . In th e  l a s t  
song M erlin  Ambrosius ( th e  A rth u ria n  M erlin) i s  lin k e d  
to  th e  C aledonian Myrddin who h id  h im se lf  in  th e  woods 
a f t e r  th e  b a t t l e  o f A rderyd. As S t.  Kado (or Cadoc) i s
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c ro s s in g  a deep f o r e s t ,  he m eets w ith  a t e r r i f y in g  w ild  
man. This i s  noe o th e r  than  M e rlin , who h as  been 
l iv in g  in  h id in g  s in c e  he l o s t  h i s  pow ers. In form er 
tim e s , he s a y s , he was loved and honored by a l l ,  he 
would prophesy a t  th e  K in g 's  c o u r t ,  when he p layed  h is  
h a rp  m arve llous t r e e s  would send down show ers o f  go lden  
b lossom s. But now th in g s  have changed:
K o lle t eo g an in  va ze le n n ;
P i l e t  eo gwez an aour m elenn.
Fbueou B reizh  a zo m aro,
Roueou a l l  a wask a r  v ro .
(My harp  i s  l o s t ;  th e  t r e e s  o f  the  yellow  go ld  have 
been cu t down. The k in g s  o f  B r i t ta n y  a re  dead ; fo re ig n  
k in g s  o p p ress  th e  la n d .)  (BB, p . 74 .)
The t r e e s  w ith  go lden  blossom s th a t  d isa p p ea re d  
w ith  the  c lo se  o f  th e  Golden Age canno t f a i l  to  remind 
one o f  To l k i e n 's  m a l lo r n - t r e e s .  M erlin  now l iv e s  in  
th e  woods, no one b e l ie v e s  in  h i s  a r t  o r  in  h i s  
p ro p h e tic  t a l e n t s  any m ore; even h i s  m aste ry  over 
an im als i s  gone. S t.  Kado ta k e s  p i ty  on him and u rg es  
him to ac ce p t C h r i s t i a n i ty .  M erlin  i s  co n v e rted  and 
re c e iv e s  the  s a i n t ' s  b le s s in g .
Of th e  rem aining b a l la d s  w ith  m y th o lo g ica l o r 
m agical them es, perhaps th e  most s t r ik in g  i s  "L oiza hag 
A balard" (H elo ise  and A belard) , in  which a t r a d i t i o n a l  
B reton song about a s o r c e re s s  i s  l in k e d  to  th e  famous 
H elo ise  and Abelard lo v e  s to r y .  According to  a B reton 
leg en d , H elo ise  was a w itch  who c a s t  a s p e l l  over 
A bela rd . In th e  song she d e s c r ib e s  how, a s  an ig n o ra n t 
B reton g i r l ,  she was taken  to  P a r is  by A belard and 
in s t ru c te d  in  languages and o th e r  l o r e .  Now she has 
become w o n d erfu lly  le a rn e d , she can c o n s e c ra te  th e  h o s t 
s a c r i le g io u s ly ,  can cause  im potence, d e s tro y  c ro p s ,  
p r e v e n t  th e  p r i e s t  from  c e l e b r a t i n g  M ass, p e r fo rm  
s a c r i f i c e s .  In a c h e s t  she has fou r ad d e rs  fed on the  
b lood o f  in n o cen t b ab e s ; th e y  a re  brooding  a d ra g o n 's  
egg . When th e  dragon h a tc h e s ,  i t  w il l  be h er means o f  
g a in in g  m aste ry  over th e  e n t i r e  w o rld . A bela rd , who 
has been a h e lp le s s  w itn e ss  to  a l l  t h i s ,  warns her a t  
l a s t  t h a t ,  a lth o u g h  she may become m is t r e s s  o f  t h i s  
whole w orld , "God i s  s t i l l  m aste r o f  th e  n e x t" .  (BB, 
p . 138.)
As the  b a l la d s  move tow ards th e  modern p e rio d  
th e i r  s u b je c t  m a tte r  (though n o t t h e i r  s ty le )  becomes 
more mundane and o f  l e s s  i n t e r e s t  to  fa n ta s y  r e a d e r s .  
One must n o t ,  how ever, p ass  over "An A la rc 'h "  (The 
Swan) , th e  B a rzh as-B re izh  b a l la d  perh ap s b e s t  know 
today  by f o lk s in g e r s .  Duke Yann IV o f  B r i t ta n y  r e tu r n s  
to  h is  n a t iv e  land  in  1379 to  u n i te  i t  and p r o te c t  i t  
a g a in s t  French in v a s io n . He a r r iv e s  in  a s h ip  w ith  a 
swan b an n e r, and i s  g re e te d  by c r i e s  o f  ju b i l a t i o n  from 
h i s  s u f fe r in g  p eo p le . No re a d e r o f  T o lk ien  w i l l  f a i l  
to  be rem inded  o f  P r in c e  I m r a h i l ' s  swan b a n n e r  
ap p earin g  on Anduin below  b e leag u ered  Minas T i r i t h  in  
The R eturn  o f  th e  K ing. The b a l la d  then  goes in to
t y p i c a l l y  C e l t i c  h y p e r b o le :  even  th e  w o lv e s  o f
B r i t ta n y  gnash t h e i r  te e th  and howl a t  th e  F rench , and 
th e  r iv e r s  and s trea m s become so g lu t t e d  w ith  French 
b lood th a t  th e  f e a th e r s  o f  w h ite  g eese  and ducks a re  
dyed re d . (BB. pp. 229-232.)
The im p a c t o f  th e  B a rz h a s -B re iz h  on e d u c a te d  
B re to n s  was c o l o s s a l .  The B re to n  la n g u a g e  c o u ld
sudden ly  b o a s t o f  a v e ry  r e s p e c ta b le  l i t e r a r y  monument, 
an i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  i t s  long h i s t o r y .  A sp irin g  p o e ts  
began to  use i t  a s  a m odel. B re to n s who no lo n g e r 
spoke th e  language o f  t h e i r  c o u n try  were e n t ic e d  in to  
le a rn in g  i t .  Above a l l ,  a s  La V illem arque had hoped,
n a t io n a l i s t s  t r e a te d  th e  c o l le c t io n  a s  a n a t io n a l  e p ic ,  
a m ythology around which th e  B reton re v iv a l  cou ld  
c r y s t a l l i z e .  In  a v e ry  r e a l  s e n se , th e  B a rzh as-B re ish  
made modern B reton l i t e r a t u r e  p o s s ib le .
I n i t i a l  sk e p tic ism  was m uted. The g e n e ra l mood o f  
en thusiasm  tended to  drown o u t any th ing  th a t  went 
a g a in s t  i t .  By th e  end o f  th e  1 8 6 0 's ,  however, J .F .  
L u ze l, whose Gwerziou ha Soniou B r e iz h - Iz e l  rem ains th e  
b a s ic  re fe re n c e  work on B reton fo lk so n g s , announced 
w ith  some d isa p p o in tm en t th a t  he cou ld  f in d  no t r a c e  o f  
th e  m ost s t r i k i n g  B a rz h a s -B re iz h  b a l l a d s  in  o r a l  
t r a d i t i o n — a l th o u g h  i t  was h i s  i n t e r e s t  in  th e  
B arzhas-B re izh  th a t  had sp u rre d  him to  s tu d y  fo lk lo r e  
in  th e  f i r s t  p la c e .  A lso , La V illem arque was n o t a s  
consummate a l i n g u i s t  a s  Io lo :  h i s  c l u msy  f a l s e
a r c h a is m s  and i n c o n s i s t e n t  b o r ro w in g s  from  W elsh 
rem ained unexposed fo r  so long o n ly  because o f  th e  
s o r ry  s t a t e  o f  B reton l i n g u i s t i c s .  B reton  p h ilo lo g y , 
perhaps because o f  th e  la c k  o f  a n c ie n t  t e x t s ,  developed 
much more s lo w ly  th a n  Walsh and I r i s h  p h ilo lo g y . But 
by  th e  tim e  La V ille m a rq u e  d ie d  in  1898 , C e l t i c  
s c h o la r s h ip  had caugh t up w ith  him; th e  B arzhas-B re izh  
w as, to  th e  s a t i s f a c t i o n  o f  l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r i a n s ,  shown 
to  be a t  l e a s t  in  p a r t  a f o rg e ry .  Even th e  tu n e s  o f  
th e  b a l l a d s  came u n d er s u s p i c i o n :  th e y  sounded
c o n v in c in g ly  B re to n , b u t had never been found by o th e r  
c o l l e c to r s .
Y et to  t h i s  d ay  t h e r e  re m a in s  a s tu b b o rn  
r e s is ta n c e  on th e  p a r t  o f  many B retons to  any a t ta c k  on 
th e  B a rz h as -B re izh ' s  a u t h e n t i c i t y .  Most w i l l  concede 
th a t  La V illem arque em b ellish ed  some o f  th e  t e x t s ,  b u t 
w il l  re fu se  to  a c c e p t t h a t  he co m p le te ly  inven ted  any 
o f  them. S ince th e  m id -1 9 7 0 's  th e  d eb a te  has been 
o pened  anew by  th e  a l l e g e d  d i s c o v e r y  o f  La 
V i l l e m a r q u e 's  f i e l d  n o te b o o k s ,  w hich  a r e  s a id  to  
c o n ta in  unpo lished  fo lk  v e r s io n s  o f  even th e  most 
c o n t ro v e r s ia l  o f  th e  b a l la d s .  Even i f ,  a s  i s  l i k e l y ,  
t h i s  new m a te r ia l  w a ll do n o th in g  to  r e h a b i l i t a t e  la  
V illem arque from a s c h o la r ly  p o in t  o f  v iew , th e  outcome 
o f  th e  d eb a te  w all have no e f f e c t  on th e  c u r r e n t  s t a tu s  
o f  th e  B a rzh as-B re izh  in  B reton c u l tu r e .  Many o f  th e  
b a l la d s  have passed  in to  fo lk  t r a d i t i o n ,  and produced 
v a r i a n t s ;  few B re to n s r e a l i z e  th a t  "An A la rc 'h "  i s  n o t 
a genu ine fo lk so n g . The B a rzh as-B re izh  c o n tin u e s  to  
se rv e  as  in s p i r a t io n  fo r  B reton w r i t e r s ,  a r t i s t s ,  and 
m u s ic ia n s . A re c e n t fa n ta s y  novel in  B re to n , Diouqan 
G w e n c 'h la n  by  P er Denez ( 1 9 7 9 ) ,  i s  a m odern 
r e in c a r n a t io n  s to r y  which ta k e s  i t s  t i t l e  and p a r t  o f  
i t s  theme from th e  G w enc'hlan ep iso d e  in  th e  B a rzh as- 
B re iz h . La V ille m a rq u e 's  work h as become so f irm ly  
en tren ch ed  in  th e  -n a tio n a l h e r i t a g e  t h a t  no amount o f  
debunking w il l  ever u p ro o t i t  now.
*
And what a re  we, to d a y , to  make o f  th e s e  " C e lt ic  
fo rg e rs " ?  As s c h o la r s  i n t e n t  on g a in in g  an o b je c t iv e  
p ic tu r e  o f  th e  developm ent o f  C e l t ic  t r a d i t i o n ,  vie 
c a n n o t ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  t a k e  an y  o f  I o l o ' s  o r  La 
V ille m a rq u e 's  c la im s  a t  fa c e  v a lu e ,  s in c e ,  w ith  our 
p e r fe c te d  p h i lo lo g ic a l  t o o l s ,  we can e a s i l y  prove th e  
f a l l a c y  o f  th o se  c la im s . T h e ir  work i s  sim ply  n o t ,  a s  
th ey  wished us to  b e l ie v e ,  a p a r t  o f  a n c ie n t  C e l t ic  
l i t e r a t u r e .  Indeed i t  seems t h a t ,  f u r io u s  a t  having 
b ee n  ta k e n  in  f o r  so l o n g ,  th e  C e l t i c  S tu d ie s  
e s ta b lish m e n t now co m p le te ly  ig n o re s  them , ex c e p t fo r  
o c c a s i o n a l l y  p o in t i n g  them  o u t  a s  o b s t a c l e s  to  
knowledge abou t " r e a l"  C e l t ic  t r a d i t i o n .
Yet i s  C e l t ic  t r a d i t i o n  som ething th a t  d ie d ,  s a y , 
f iv e  hundred y e a rs  ago , and i s  now a s a f e ly  i n e r t  body 
to  be p icked  over by s c h o la r s ?  Many o f  us would
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s tro n g ly  d is a g re e .  C e l t ic  t r a d i t i o n  i s  a l iv e  and 
e v o lv in g , and w i l l  co n tin u e  a s  long as  th e  C e lt ic  
languages a re  spoken. I t  i s  s t i l l  s e n s i t iv e  to  myth 
and to  th e  enthusiasm  myth g e n e ra te s ,  and to  th e  power 
o f  language . Io lo  and La V illem arque d id  n o t come to  
t h i s  t r a d i t i o n  a s  s t r a n g e r s ;  th e y  had th e  l i n g u i s t i c ,  
c u l t u r a l  and im a g in a t iv e  b ac k g ro u n d  n e c e s s a r y  to  
a p p re c ia te  i t s  h e r i t a g e .  They d id  n o t sim ply  impose 
a l ie n  forms upon i t ,  b u t ,  th rough  a w ondrously c r e a t iv e  
alchem y, transm uted  i t ,  w ith o u t v io la t in g  i t s  e s se n c e , 
to  make i t  more in te n s e ly  in v o lv in g  fo r  th e i r  own 
g e n e ra tio n s — j u s t  a s  th e  C h r is t ia n iz e d  C e lts  o f  th e  
Middle Ages had tra n sn u te d  th e i r  pagan h e r i ta g e  to  make 
i t  se rv e  th e i r  new r e a l i t y .  I o l o 's  m ythology and la  
V i l le m a r q u e 's  im a g in a ry  f o l k l o r e  e n r ic h e d  and 
r e v i t a l i z e d  th e  g r e a t  im a g in a tiv e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  th e  
C e l ts ,  and gave th e i r  c u l tu r e s  much-needed s tr e n g th  and 
s e lf - c o n f id e n c e  in  a tim e o f  w eakness. Mow th a t  th e  
"fo rg e ry "  d eb a te  i s  c lo s e d ,  i t  i s  tim e fo r  us to  s tu d y  
and en joy  t h i s  new branch  o f  C e l t ic  t r a d i t i o n  fo r  i t s  
own sa k e , and perhaps to  reco g n ize  th a t  i t  embodies a t
l e a s t  a sm all m easure o f  th e  D ivine awen in  which Io lo
so d ev o u tly  b e l ie v e d .
NOTES
3. LA VILLEMARQUE: 1867, p . 9 . F u rth e r  re fe re n c e s
w i l l  be i d e n t i f i e d  a s  BB in  th e  t e x t .  In
c i t a t i o n s ,  I have changed th e  s p e l l in g  o f  some 
words to  conform to  modern B reton u sag e . A ll
E ng lish  t r a n s l a t i o n s  a re  my own.
4. C f. J e s s ic a  Y a te s ' l e t t e r  in  M ythlore 32, pp . 
29-30.
5. For a d is c u s s io n  o f t h i s  re c e n t developm ent see  
8REKILIEN: 1976, pp. 119-20.
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The N ature of D ream s: continued from  page oage 21 
and a few hours later he goes to sleep and dreams about it. 
While he and Pippin are in the ores’ possession, the Hobbits 
dream of ores. The reason for these and many other dreams is 
simply previous physical stimuli.
Other dreams surely have more purpose. The one that 
Faramir and Boromir share cannot be called coincidence; there 
is some supernatural power at work. Though this supreme 
authority is never named in The Lord of the Rings, it is the 
same one that “meant” Frodo to receive the Ring (I,88), and 
“ordered” the Council of Elrond to take place (I,318).
Both the Ring and the Black Breath influence the dreams 
of those with whom they come in contact. By the time Frodo 
reaches Mordor, his sleep is “full of dreams of fire” (III,214); 
and even after it is destroyed, the Ring continues to haunt 
Frodo’s dreams. In the Shire, Farmer Cotton sees Frodo “half 
in a dream,” holding Arwen’s gift and groping for the Ring. 
“It is gone forever,” says Frodo (III,376).
The Black Breath, the terrible spell of the Nazgul, causes 
evil and deceptive dreams. When Eovvyn is affected, voices tell 
her falsely of Eomer’s death (III,176). Also, Merry is exposed 
to the spell in Bree (I,235).
Not only do dreams and their prophecies benefit the mem­
bers of the fellowship, they also add depth and enchantment 
to Tolkien’s tale. The reader’s fascination with Gandalf’s es­
cape from Orthanc is heightened by his knowledge of Frodo’s 
related (but just recently interpreted) dream. When a swift 
sunrise greets Frodo after the Grey Havens, it is comforting to 
remember the same scene in a year-old dream. Yes, whether 
they deal with “pinnacles of stone,” “great dark waves,” or 
“willow trees,” the most satisfying aspect of dreams is their 
contribution to the majesty of The Lord of the Rings.
Notes
* All references refer to the 1970 edition published by Ballantinc 
Books.
